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Abstract
This study explored a personality trait Grit, which when possessed has shown to improve
academic and personal success (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007). Grit refers to
persisting in the face of struggle. Grit highlights two components; the perseverance of effort
toward and sustained interest in a long-term goal (Duckworth, 2013). This exploratory
quantitative study investigated the relationship between grit and academic improvement in
college students on academic probation (GPA<2.0 on 4.0 scale).
Findings suggest higher levels of grit predict academic improvement as measured by
GPA improvement. The consistency of interest subscale correlated with academic improvement.
The perseverance of effort subscale showed no significant correlation with academic
improvement. College educators, and academic advisors, will benefit from understanding the
aspects of grit and its impact on academic success.
Key words: grit, 8-Item Grit Scale, academic improvement, academic probation, grade
point average (GPA), retention
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Retention data in higher education measures the number of college students who continue
on to graduation. Studies suggest that making it through the first year in college is an important
milestone to degree completion, yet many students do not return for a second year (Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005). An annual summary of enrollment by the American College Testing Program
in the United States shows that 58% of high school seniors attend college and of this number,
nearly 55% or half will drop out before completion (ACT, 2015).
Retention has become a policy concern in higher education. It is an important criterion
for measuring the success of colleges and universities (Tinto, 1994). Educators study retention
issues because they want students to learn, succeed, and graduate. In addition, the public has
questioned the benefits of higher education and is uncertain whether increasing costs are worth
admission (Hanover Research, 2014). Low retention rates negatively affect both the student and
the institution. Colleges and universities devote a large amount of resources toward retaining
students and helping them graduate in four years. Educators and policy-makers guard against
students accruing large amounts of debt while paying for tuition and failing to persist through
graduation. “With this in mind, many institutions seek to develop a plan for improving student
retention rates by focusing on particular at‐risk student populations and/or implementing an
institution‐wide approach” (Hanover Research, 2014, p. 5). These realities urge educators to
investigate why some students leave while others succeed and graduate (Haddow, 2013).
There is a large body of evidence in psychology and other fields that links personal
qualities other than cognitive skills and demographics to college student success (Braxton,
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Doyle, Hartley, Hirschy, Jones, & McLendon, 2014). Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) found that
effects of institutional characteristics, like public vs. private, institutional size, and quality of
institution only moderately affect retention. They found the single best predictor of retention is
academic performance and therefore, students with higher grades are more likely to persist.
Other studies suggest that students who put forth an effort and can state clear educational goals
will persist in college at a higher rate (Hovdhaugen, 2009). These soft skills or non-cognitive
traits, defined as skills associated with motivation, attitude, and temperament rather than
intellect, are increasingly recognized as important skills to help students achieve academic
success. To succeed in college, students need to have academic skills, but they also must
manage their time, communicate with faculty and staff, make new friends, set goals, and push
past barriers to stay on course (Adams 2012).
Duckworth (2007) suggests that a non-cognitive personality trait called grit is correlated
with academic and life achievement. Grit is defined as the ability to persist in the face of
struggle. It has two components; academic grit focused on the perseverance of effort, and
consistent interest in long-term goals. Grittier students tend to sustain interest in long-term goals
and effort toward those goals helping them to succeed at higher rates. Some research suggests
that grit is an important personality trait that has links to academic success and college
completion (Duckworth, 2007). Grit is not talent or luck. Grit is holding steadfast to a goal even
when you fall down or when progress toward the goal is slow. Duckworth (2007) states talent
and luck can matter to success, but grit may matter at least as much or more. Grit matters,
especially for students at risk of dropping out. Grit attempts to capture the idea of resilience,
conscientiousness, self-control, and perseverance in one measure - concepts that have been
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correlated with academic success (Bashant, 2014). While some of the studies suggest that grit
matters, other scholars and practitioners remain inconclusive on the relationship between grit and
academic performance. This study attempted to increase our understanding of grit and its effect
on students’ success by exploring its relationship to academic improvement in college students
on academic probation.
Statement of the Problem
Frequently, low-performing college students are placed on academic probation for a
semester. Often the staff who work with students on probation to help them improve their grades
and remain in school are academic advisors. It is difficult to predict and understand why some
students improve their academic performance and others do not. The more we know about what
helps struggling students to be academically successful, the better we can support them and help
them persist in college. Completing college and obtaining a bachelor’s degree affords many
advantages for students, both financially and psychologically. Abel & Deitz (2014) found that
average wages for those with a college degree are far greater than average wages for those with
only a high school diploma. College graduates earned $64,500 per year while those with high
school diplomas earned only $41,000 per year. Over the past forty years, those with a bachelor’s
degree have tended to earn 56 percent more than high school graduates. During their entire
working lives, people with bachelor’s degrees will earn over $1 million more than those
employed with only high school diplomas (Abel & Deitz, 2014).
Good academic performance assists students with maintaining their scholarships.
Scholarships awarded based on need or merit are important drivers for college access and
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academic performance. Most academic scholarships require students to be in good academic
standing with a cumulative GPA of 2.5 or above. Honken and Ralston (2013) found in a
study of 279 engineering students that “it is estimated, based on their 1st year GPA, that 31%
of the students with full scholarships and 50% with partial scholarships subsequently lost their
scholarships due to not meeting the minimum GPA requirement” (p. 109). In the same study,
Honken and Ralston (2013) found that “17% of the engineering students were either on academic
probation or had received an academic warning at the end of their 1st year” (p. 109). Findings
from this study reiterate the importance of helping students maintain or improve their academic
standing in order to afford college and progress toward graduation.
Trostel's (2015) research estimates 15 percent of high school graduates without college
live in poverty. The incidence of poverty is 27 percent less for those with some college but no
degree compared to high school graduates without college. Holders of bachelor’s degrees but
without advanced degrees are about 3.5 times less likely to be living in poverty (Trostel,
2015). There is a correlation between education levels and poverty. Clearly, college attainment
substantially reduces the risk of earning a low income.
College attainment correlates with higher income and other quality of life benefits. There
are numerous additional benefits associated with college attainment to individuals and to the rest
of society. As Trostel (2015) states in his research about the benefits of college,
“Not only are college graduates usually more involved in their communities and more
giving and trusting; they are more likely to be successfully married. College graduates are
more likely to be employed, and work in more prestigious and safer occupations. They
are less likely to live in poverty, experience credit and banking problems, wind up in
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prison, suffer through divorce, or face the angst of unemployment. They are generally
healthier and more active, and they are less likely to live with severe disabilities. College
graduates generally have longer and more fulfilling lives” (p. 69).
Need for the Study
Much of the research about grit and its correlation with academic success has been
inconclusive. The one study that involved college students was limited in that all subjects were
high-achievers and there were still unknown relationships between grit and college GPA. Among
the Duckworth et al. (2007) studies, participants were notably defined as high-achieving:
psychology majors from Penn State with high SAT scores, cadets from West Point, and National
Spelling Bee finalists. This research study was informed by the limited research on the effects of
grit on college-age samples and their academic performance in college. Furthermore, there has
been little research around Grit related to academic improvement leaving room for more research
needed around the relationship of grit to low-achieving or struggling college students. In
addition, there is little research on how to develop grit in those who may score lower on the grit
scale. There is a need to study grit as a predictor of academic improvement, and if proven, we
can work to determine how to help college students develop higher levels of grit and persist in
college through graduation. It is hoped that the findings of this study will help educators explore
how grit can contribute to students’ college success, graduation, and better options for life and
career.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this research was to explore the relationship of grit to academic
improvement in college students on academic probation. The research compared student grit
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levels to their academic improvement based on their GPAs. Their probation cumulative GPA
was compared to their cumulative GPA at the end of their probation period to record the
difference.
Research Questions
The following research questions were explored in this study:
1. Is there any correlation between grit and academic improvement in college students on
academic probation?
2. Is there a difference in the subscales of grit (effort and interest) and any correlation to
academic improvement in college students on academic probation?
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
A childhood fable familiar to many of us called The Tortoise and the Hare, exemplifies
the concept and merits of exhibiting grit. One would think a race winner between a slow tortoise
and a quick hare would be easy to predict. However, in this fable, the tortoise, slow but persistent
won the race, while the hare presumably had greater racing talent, but lost the race due to lack of
effort and sustained interest. This solidified a universal truth; “slow and steady” still wins the
race (Santore, 2018). Grit as described by Duckworth (2013) “means that you choose to do a
particular thing in life and choose to give up a lot of other things in order to do it. And you stick
with those interests and goals over the long term” (p.16). Like many other personality traits, grit
is largely unrelated to talent, and prior studies show that grit predicts success in a variety of
challenging circumstances (Duckworth, 2007).
Grit was introduced to the social science literature on human achievement as a facet of
the conscientiousness dimension included in the Five Factor Model (FFM) of personality. The
Big Five trait-theory or Five Factor Model consists of five personality dimensions used to
describe people: openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and
neuroticism (Hughes, Ginnett, & Curphy, 2015). The conscientiousness dimension concerns
those behaviors related to people’s approach to work. People high in conscientiousness are
planful, organized, earnest, goal-oriented, and prefer structure, and take commitments seriously.
(Hughes, Ginnett, & Curphy, 2015). Defined as passion and perseverance for long-term goals of
personal significance, grit is a hierarchically organized trait aligned with notions of devotion and
hard work and the tendencies not to abandon tasks in the face of obstacles. According to
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Duckworth, et al. (2019) “Grit seems to be independent of cognitive ability and has demonstrated
incremental predictive validity, over and above cognitive ability, for achievement, particularly
for goals of personal significance” (p. 23499). A study that showed a correlation between grit
and conscientiousness investigated West Point cadets and their retention in a rigorous summer
training program. Grit was the best predictor of retention in the summer training over and above
conscientiousness, although they were found to be correlated (r =.64, p<.001) (Duckworth,
Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007).
A study of 724 nursing students measured student grit levels using the Short Grit Scale
(8-Item Grit-S) and found higher grit scores had the strongest association with student skills and
emotions and greater overall course engagement (Stoffel & Cain, 2018). Stoffel and Cain
conclude, “grit throughout the health professions can contribute to personal well-being and the
ability to withstand the rigors of school and life” (p. 129). A study of 250 medical and
engineering students showed a correlation between grit, well-being, and a sense of organization
and clarity in life (Arya & Lal, 2018).
Mooradian et al (2016) sampled 281 Austrian entrepreneurs to study grit related to
innovativeness and entrepreneurial success. They looked at the two personality dimensions
measured by the Grit scale: consistency of interests and perseverance of effort (Duckworth et
al., 2007). They found both dimensions of grit correlated with entrepreneurial success. Another
study looking at grit and life success sampled college undergraduates to discover grit
helped individuals combat against negative ramifications of internet addiction, excessive
consumer spending, and gambling (Maddi, et al., 2013).
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There is evidence to indicate that high levels of grit can predict higher levels of retention
or persistence across multiple life contexts (Pate, 2014). Across four studies, individuals with
higher levels of grit were less likely to drop out of their respective life commitments: West Point
Cadets with high grit were more likely to complete three weeks of a challenging summer training
course; gritty sales representatives were more likely to remain at their difficult jobs after three
months; high school juniors with high grit were more likely to graduate from high school on
time; and gritty men were more likely to commit for life to their marriage. The results of the
current studies enrich what is known about the association between grit and retention by
showing that grit is associated with retention not only in high-achieving populations like West
Point Cadets, but also low-achieving students in Chicago Public Schools (Eskreis-Winkler,
Shulman, Beal, & Duckworth, 2014).
There have been multiple studies investigating how grit may influence college student
academic performance and achievement. Although some results have been inconclusive, many
suggest that college students with high levels of grit attain higher levels of education, higher
measures of academic performance, and higher levels of retention (Pate, 2017). A longitudinal
study by Saunders-Scott, et al. (2018) of 165 diverse college students looked at the factors of
grit, perceived stress, ACT scores, and high school GPAs to determine the best predictors of
college GPA and retention. They discovered that for the cohort of first-year students, grit and
perceived stress were significant predictors of retention, however, poor predictors of college
GPA. Grit and stress were negatively associated but researchers could not determine if
perceived stress with challenging situations reduces grit levels or if grittier students perceive
challenging situations as less stressful. Researchers concluded, “once students are enrolled in

GRIT AND ACADEMIC IMPROVEMENT

10

college, efforts to improve students’ well-being could improve their grit, and improving both
well-being and grit could increase retention (Saunders-Scott, et al. p. 465).
Bowman, et al. (2015) studied the two dimensions of grit (effort and interest) as
predictors of college educational achievement and satisfaction. They found the dimension of grit
that measured perseverance of effort predicted increases in college GPA over time. A study
assessing the role of grit within a university education setting in Australia found grit had a direct
positive effect on academic productivity and engagement. It was the perseverance of effort, not
interest that was significant to productivity (Hodge, Wright & Bennet, 2017). Another study of
college students found a positive correlation between purpose commitment and grit (Hill,
Burrow & Bronk, 2014). It concluded having a purpose or life direction could predict who will
raise grit levels over a college semester. A study investigating grit and its relation with student’s
self-regulated learning and academic achievement indicated that the dimension, perseverance of
effort, predicted all aspects of improving self-regulation, including self-efficacy, motivation,
time management, and procrastination (Wolters & Hussain, 2015).
In multiple studies such as the ones previously cited, grit correlated with academic
achievement. Much research has suggested that the perseverance of effort facet of grit seems to
be a stronger predictor of academic success than the consistency of interest dimension. Highrisk students with higher levels of grit and lower SAT scores who work hard may do better than
their peers as concluded by Duckworth et al. (2007) in their study of 138 undergraduates. They
suggest, “those who are less bright than their peers compensate by working harder and with more
determination” (p. 1093).
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The conceptual term of grit as a non-cognitive personality trait connected to life success
is relatively new (Pappano, 2013). The limited research on grit and academic success in college
is inconclusive. There is no specific research found on grit as a predictor of academic
improvement and persistence of college students on academic probation. Grit correlates with
higher levels of effort, purpose commitment, and retention. These are important learning
characteristics leading to academic success. If high-risk students with high levels of grit are
more successful in improving their grades, perhaps we can discover more about their success and
use the information to help less gritty and less successful students to improve. According to Scott
Seider, Assistant Professor at Boston University, there is very little research on whether or not
we can increase grit in individuals (Pappano, 2013). If high levels of grit help probation students
improve academically, how can we learn what grit-related strategies helped them? What is
successful and why? Can we grow grit in college students on academic probation to help them
persist in college? Studying college students on academic probation will add to the scholarly
research on grit and if there is any relationship to their academic improvement.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Purpose Statement
The intent of this study was to learn if characteristics of grit predict academic
improvement, especially in lower-performing college students on academic probation. This study
focused on college students placed on the semester academic probation due to low grades (GPA
less than 2.0 on a 4.0 scale). The students were administered the grit scale which measures grit
levels 1-5 with 1 being low and 5 being high. For this study, participants were separated by those
scoring high on the grit scale (>=3.0) and those scoring low on the grit scale (<3.0). At the end of
the probation semester, GPA improvement was compared with levels of grit to complete an
analysis of the data. The subscale scores of grit measuring perseverance of effort and
consistency of interest toward long-term goals were compared to GPA improvement to see if
there was any difference in their correlation to academic improvement.
Hypotheses
Students who scored higher on the grit scale will improve their GPA significantly
compared to students who scored low on the grit scale. Higher levels of grit will correlate with
academic improvement measured by raised GPAs. Based on past research, the dimension
perseverance of effort will show a more significant correlation to improved GPAs than the
dimension of consistency of interest.
Research Method
The primary purpose of this study was to explore whether there is an association between
grit scores and academic improvement for college students on academic probation. Students at a
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mid-size public university who were on academic probation due to GPAs less than 2.0 were
emailed an invitation to participate in this study along with a consent form confirming their
participation.
Registration Services sent an email inviting students to participate. Simultaneously,
Academic Advisors at the university sent an invitation email to probation students in their
respective advising caseloads. This sample population was approximately 300 students and the
researcher was able to collect responses from 10% or 30 students who participated. The student
sample was sent the invitation to participate weekly for three weeks to increase the sample size.
The invitation to participate included an opportunity for students to enter a giveaway for one $25
Amazon gift card. In the email, the consent form introduced students to the purpose of the study
and the personality trait of grit was defined. Students who consented to participate were emailed
the 8-Item Grit Scale through a google form. Duckworth and Quinn (2009) developed an 8-Item
Grit Scale utilized in this study to measure the grit levels of the population.
The 8-point Grit Scale takes about 5 minutes to complete and students can self-score the
survey to get immediate results for reflection regarding their level of grit. The google form
allowed students to learn their grit scores immediately while simultaneously allowing the
researcher to receive each student’s grit score.
To maintain confidentiality regarding GPAs, the researcher matched each student’s name
and email to his or her GPA by using an identifying code. This coding procedure ensured the
confidentiality of students’ GPAs and grit scores and maintained the objectivity of the
researcher. Table 1 shows the data collected and coded for each student.
Table 1:
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Data Collected

CODE GRIT Score Effort Subscale
23
1.875
1.75
28
1.875
2.75
19
2
2.25
17
2.125
2.25
26
2.125
1.75
7
2.25
2.5
18
2.25
3.25
13
2.375
3
4
2.5
3.5
16
2.5
3.5
25
2.5
3.25
27
2.5
3.25
5
2.75
3.75
1
2.875
2.75
12
2.875
3.75
15
2.875
3
24
2.875
3.75
3
3.125
3.5
22
3.125
4
8
3.25
3.5
11
3.25
4
14
3.25
4.5
30
3.25
3.5
2
3.375
3.75
29
3.375
3.5
6
4.125
4.5
9
4.375
4.75
20
4.5
5
21
4.625
5

SP 2020
GPA
Semester
SP 2020
Fa 2020
Fa 2020 Improve
Interest Subscale
GPA
Cum GPA Semester GPA Cum GPA
ment
2
1.823
1.89
1.937
1.91
0.02
1
0
1.975 Withdrew Fall
1.75
1.6
1.697
3.165
1.917
0.22
2
1.501
1.775 No Enroll Fall
2.5
1.835
2.403
1.83
2.344
-0.059
2
0
2.552
3.312
2.772
0.22
1.25
0
2.526
2.443
2.515
-0.011
1.75
0
1.422
3.189
1.569
0.147
1.5
0.801
1.618
1.918
1.6
-0.018
1.5
0
1.557
0
0.778
-0.779
1.75
2.787
1.733
0
1.388
-0.345
1.75
2.67
1.418
2.835
1.89
0.472
1.75
0
2.546
2.546
0
3
0.5
1.514
0.462
1.24
-0.274
2 no classes
0.667
0.223
0.401
-0.266
2.75
0
1.2 withdrew Fall
2
2.223
2.773
3.064
2.864
0.091
2.75
1.92
2.488
2.333
2.465
-0.023
2.25
1.835
2.155 Withdrew Fall
3
1.223
2.474
2.333
2.461
-0.013
2.5
1.665
2.132
3.102
2.678
0.546
2
1.568
1.825
1.245
1.669
-0.156
3
0
1.954
3
2.082
0.128
3
0
0.612
3.33
1
0.388
3.25
0
1.159
2.165
1.548
0.389
3.75
0
0
0
0
0
4
0
0
1.774
1.774
1.774
4
0
2.149 Withdrew fall
4.25
1.165
1.592
2.571
1.752
0.16

The grit scores were matched to the code assigned to the student and then to the student
GPA at the end of the fall 2020 semester. In Table 1 above, student #23 has a grit score of 1.85
(low), a spring 2020 cumulative GPA of 1.89, and a fall 2020 cumulative GPA of 1.91. The GPA
improvement was determined by subtracting the spring cumulative GPA from the fall cumulative
GPA equaling a slight improvement of .02.
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The results were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistical software to determine if there was
a significant correlation between the high level of grit and academic improvement measured by
increased GPAs.
This study explored whether probation students with high grit scores improved at
significantly higher rates (higher GPA) than those with low grit scores. Namely, was there a
significant correlation between both elements of grit (effort and interest), or did one element
contribute to academic improvement more significantly than the other?
Sample
Participants of the study were selected based on the following criteria:
college students on academic probation for their spring 2020 semester at a mid-size public
university. These students were on academic probation due to low grades with a GPA less than
2.0 on a 4.0 scale. The students were contacted by email through Academic Advisors and
Registration Services with information about the study, and invited to volunteer by completing a
consent form. Those who were interested and returned the consent form to the researcher were
sent an online Google survey, which included the 8-point Grit scale. These students’ identities
were number coded and their code identified their grit score and their GPAs for spring and fall.
As an incentive to participate, after submitting the survey students were given an opportunity to
enter a giveaway for one $25 gift card from Amazon.com. Thirty students consented to
participate and completed the grit scale. Six surveys were not counted in the data since one
student was not on academic probation, and the other five students withdrew for the fall semester
and did not have final fall GPAs to compare. Both the high-risk nature of this population and the
covid-19 pandemic resulted in a smaller sample.
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Data Collection and Analysis
In this exploratory quantitative study, students were given the 8-Item Grit Scale (Grit-S)
to measure high and low levels of grit. Duckworth & Quinn (2009) state, “Given its superior
psychometric properties, comparable predictive validity, and fewer items relative to the Grit–O,
we recommend the Grit–S as an economical measure of perseverance and passion for long-term
goals” (P. 174). The scale asks eight questions about how one views long-term goals, such as
“setbacks don’t discourage me and I don’t give up easily”. The scale uses a 5-item Likert scale
from 1- very much like me to 5 - not like me at all. Four items describe the tendency toward
sustained effort for long-term goals, and four other items describe abiding, focused interests (as
opposed to frequently changing goals) over time. (Von Culin, Tsukayama, & Duckworth, 2014).
The Grit scale was developed and altered over time for validity and efficiency. In
numerous studies, factor analyses supported a two-factor structure of the self-report version of
Grit–S in which consistency of interest and perseverance of effort both contributed to grit as a
second-order latent factor. Both factors showed adequate internal consistency and were strongly
inter-correlated, r =.59, p <.001 (Hough & Ones, 2002). Evidence showed that these dimensions
were distinct from each other. For example, perseverance of effort was a better predictor of GPA,
extracurricular activities, and less television watching among adolescents. In contrast,
consistency of interest was a better predictor for fewer career changes of adults and attainment of
the final round of the National Spelling Bee for middle-school children. Further, evidence
suggests individuals may need both perseverance of effort and consistency of interest to succeed
in the most demanding realms. These findings support the conceptualization of grit as a
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combined trait (Hough & Ones, 2002). Overall, Duckworth and Quinn (2009) cite evidence for
the predictive validity, consensual validity, and test–retest stability of the Grit–S questionnaire.
Individuals on academic probation were emailed information about the study through
Registration Services and Academic Advising, and invited to participate by voluntarily
completing a consent form. Those who agreed to participate were emailed the Grit scale through
a google form within two months after they were placed on probation in order to use the scores
to predict improvement. Students were able to self-tally their grit score and the researcher
obtained their grit score through the google form used to collect the scores. Participants could
use the grit scale questionnaire as a self-reflection tool regarding behaviors that lead to academic
improvement. At the end of the fall 2020 semester (approximately 14 weeks), students’ grit
scores were compared to GPA changes. IBM SPSS software was used to process collected data
quantitatively. Students’ grit scores were coded by the amount of GPA increase by subtracting
spring 2020 cumulative GPA from fall 2020 cumulative GPA. The quantitative results were
reviewed for significant or insignificant results relating grit and both grit subscales to academic
improvement.
Self-reported questionnaires are the most common approaches to assessing personal
qualities among researchers. Questionnaires are inexpensive, quick, reliable, and in many cases
very predictive of objectively measured outcomes. Duckworth and Yeager (2015) state that
people are relatively good at using questionnaires to communicate their true opinions - provided
they in fact have answers for the questions asked and feel comfortable reporting accurately on
them. This study employed a self-report questionnaire since it is better suited than any other
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measure for assessing internal psychological states, such as characteristics of grit (Duckworth
and Yeager, 2015).
The independent variables in this study were grit and both grit subscales. The one
continuous dependent variable was academic improvement measured by comparing spring 2020
and Fall 2020 cumulative GPA’s. Correlation and linear regression were the analyses chosen for
this study using IBM SPSS software. In statistics, correlation analysis looks at the relationship
strength between variables, as well as the direction of the relationships, whether positive or
negative (Pallant, 2013, p.133).
The results of the analysis helped explore if there was a relationship between grit and
academic improvement in college students on academic probation. Additionally, the results
examined the relationships of the grit sub-scores (Effort and Interest) to academic improvement
in college students on academic probation.
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Chapter 4
Findings
IBM SPSS statistical analysis software was used to examine results. Student scores on the
Grit-Scale ranged from 1.875 to 4.625 with an average of 2.92 (N = 29, SD=.75). Those scores
indicated that students were moderately less gritty, with the highest score achievable at 5.0 –
indicating high grit and scores less than 3.0 indicating low grit. On the two subscales, students
averaged 3.45 (N = 28, SD=.86) on Perseverance of Effort (EGrit) and 2.41 (N = 29, SD=.86) on
Consistency of Interest (IGrit) showing overall students had higher levels of effort than interest,
which aligns with the research. Of the 30 surveys, collected six were excluded because they
contained missing data, and one was deleted because the student was not on academic probation.
The average level of GPA improvement was .202 (N=24, SD=.53). The descriptive statistics are
shown in Table 2 below.
Table 2:
Average scores and standard deviations for independent and dependent variables.

Correlation analysis was used to explore the relationship between variables. The Pearson
correlation coefficient is indicated by r and can range from -1 to +1 with 0 equaling no
relationship. If the relationship between two variables is perfect, either 1 or -1, then the two
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variables are predictive of one another. When r is squared and multiplied by 100, the shared
variance is determined. The variance indicates the spread between numbers in relation to the
mean, where shared variance is how much the two variables have in common with each other.
An indicator in front of the variable determines the direction of the relationship. If a variable has
a negative sign, then as one variable increases the other decreases. This is called an inverse
relationship. If there is a positive relationship, there is no negative sign, and it indicates that as
one variable increases, the other increases as well (Stewart, 2015).
The dependent variable was the academic improvement and the independent variables
were grit and both grit subscales. In Table 3 below, the Pearson correlation coefficient or
strength for grit is .437 and its significance is at the .03 level. Levels less than .05 are significant.
These results show a significant relationship between grit and academic improvement. The
correlation coefficient or strength for consistency of interest is .498 and a significance of .013 <
.05 showing a significant relationship between consistency in interest and academic
improvement. The correlation coefficient or strength for the perseverance of effort is .256 and a
significance of .227 > .05 showing no significant correlation between the perseverance of effort
and academic improvement.
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Table 3:
Correlation between Grit, Interest Subscale, Effort Subscale and Academic Improvement

Linear regression analysis was used to find any common relationship between grit and
GPA improvement and each of the subscales and GPA improvement. Table 4 shows the
regression analysis for grit and GPA improvement. The R Square shows proportion in variance.
For grit, the R Square of .191 shows that 19.1% of variance in academic improvement was
predicted by grit. There was a relationship in common between the total measure of grit and
academic improvement.
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Table 4:
Regression Analysis for Grit and GPA Improvement

Table 5:
Regression Analysis for Interest Subscale and GPA Improvement

Table 5 shows the regression analysis for Consistency of Interest and GPA improvement. The R
Square shows proportion in variance. For Interest, the R Square of .248 shows that 24.8% of
variance in academic improvement was predicted by the consistency of interest. There was a
relationship between the interest measure and academic improvement.
Table 6:
Regression Analysis for Effort Subscale and GPA Improvement
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Table 6 shows the regression analysis for Perseverance of Effort and GPA improvement. The R
Square shows proportion in variance. For Effort, the R Square of .08 shows that only 8% of
variance in academic improvement was predicted by the perseverance of effort. This small
percentage showing little relationship, and the lack of significant correlation shows the
perseverance of effort did not have a significant relationship to academic improvement as
measured by GPAs.
Table 7:
Scatter Plot Showing Relationship of Grit to Academic Improvement
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Table 8:
Scatter Plot Showing Relationship of Subscale Consistency of Interest to Academic Improvement

The total grit score significantly correlated with academic improvement, supporting the
hypothesis that students with higher levels of grit would show higher levels of academic
improvement. The hypothesis that perseverance of effort would show a more significant
correlation to academic improvement than the consistency of interest was not supported. In fact,
this study showed consistency of interest correlating more significantly with academic
improvement. This finding was counterintuitive to the studies in the literature review where
effort, not interest was correlated with academic success or retention. The interest subscale asks
about the ability to focus on goals for the long term. The effort subscale asks about the ability to
work hard and not give up. This study suggests that maintaining focus on big picture issues like
one’s choice of academic major, reasons for being in college, and overall passion for learning is
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motivation toward academic improvement. The daily persistence and time on task while
important may not be the catalyst or motivation for those students digging themselves out of
academic probation.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
More people are attending college but graduation rates are not showing improvement
(Hanover Research, 2014). Educators remain focused on supporting the academic performance
of students to help improve retention and graduation rates. Common predictors of academic

performance, including gender, race, ACT/SAT scores and high school GPA, have been widely
used to predict student academic performance (Komarraju et al., 2013). Yet research has begun
to study specific personality traits, like grit, as predictors of academic performance in college in
combination with traditional cognitive measures (Duckworth et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2014).
Unlike the robust research on the use of traditional cognitive ability measures to understand
academic performance, personality factors, like grit, are just beginning to show up in the
literature. The primary purpose of this study was to examine whether the personality factor, grit,
predicts academic improvement in college students on academic probation.
The findings from this study suggested that the non-cognitive predictor, grit
did have some relationship to college students’ academic improvement. Furthermore, the
consistency of interest subscale correlated with academic improvement while perseverance of
effort did not. For students on academic probation finding the motivation to pull themselves out
of their academic rut is essential. Educators and academic advisors tend to encourage these
students to put forth greater effort, spend more time on tasks, work harder and longer, and get it
done. While gritty effort is important, this study highlights focus on interests and goals as being
motivating factors for students trying to pull themselves out of academic probation. Academic
advisors who work with students on probation could help these students align their interests or
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passions with their goals. They could ask students what inspires them. What helps keep them
motivated to overcome the obstacles that have contributed to receiving low grades?
Academic advisors and faculty can help students develop grit by providing opportunities
to take on long-term goals, providing challenging, and supportive environments to attain their
goals (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Technology, 2013). Social scientist Carol
Dweck (2014) suggests an academic growth mindset is necessary for students to cultivate grit.
Academic growth mindset refers to how students perceive themselves as learners and their
ability to continuously master new ideas or tasks (Dweck, Walton, & Cohen, 2013). In a TED
Talk by Carol Dweck (2014), she stipulates that having a growth mindset can actually grow our
brain’s capacity to learn and solve problems. As students believe they can master difficult
problems, their brain can change and form new and stronger connections in brain neurons.
Students must understand their learning increases with effort and as they become more
successful learners, their interest in achieving their goals increases as well. Academic challenge
is part of the process of learning and students should not attribute facing academic difficulties as
a personal failure. Instead, academic advisors can reinforce the “not yet” method of learning.
According to Dweck (2014) rather than view poor grades as final, educators can help students
view poor grades as room to improve and learn, as “not yet” learned. Reinforcing that
encountering difficult tasks and setbacks should be expected in the process of learning is an
important function of educators when working with students. Dweck (2014) suggests praising
the process of learning; the effort, interest, focus put forth is what ultimately leads to
improvement and builds even greater grit in students.
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Recent research by Datu (2021) argues that an adaptability measure should be added to
the grit model making it a triarchic model with three subscales. In addition to grit, perseverance,
and showing prolonged interest, they suggest that flexibility in choosing long-term goals may
enhance the likelihood of goal attainment. The Triarchic Model of Grit Scale (TMG) created by
Datu et al (2021) is a 10-item scale used to measure perseverance of effort, consistency in
interest, and adaptability for long-term goals. Questions to measure adaptability, such as
“Changing plans or strategies is important to achieve my long-term goals in life” (adaptability to
situations) were added to the survey. The TMG dimensions have been correlated with positive
student outcomes. The scale was given to Filipino university students showing an association
between perseverance and adaptability with greater academic self-efficacy and internal
motivation (Datu et al., 2021). Adopting flexibility allows students to cope with changing
environments and reassess goals that are bound to fail. Frustration can be alleviated when
students can consider alternative interests when their goals are no longer manageable. This is an
exciting new addition to the grit model that requires more research to determine validity and
reliability. Further research is needed to understand the significance of this relationship, how it
relates to student performance, and what measures could be taken to implement potential
interventions.
Limitations and Implications
As with most research, this study had several limitations. The sample population of this
study proved to be small making it challenging to examine the correlation between the variables
and make predictions based on the data. This researcher attempted but could not access any
course for students on academic probation to introduce and explain the research to a larger
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group. Outreaching to individual students through email culminated in fewer participants than
planned. To increase the sample size, the researcher did offer a $25 Amazon gift card give-away.
Furthermore, data was self-reported employing a survey that students completed in one sitting.
Other factors at the time could have influenced or biased their survey responses.
The Grit survey does attempt to assess behaviors that are relatively stable across time and
situations. Duckworth and Quinn (2009) do acknowledge that for example, individuals may have
high grit in school activities and not in personal relationships or see themselves as gritty in
relation to a serious hobby but not their career. The research indicates that people integrate
behavior over these differing realms of life but more research with large populations is needed to
explore domain-specific and domain-general aspects of grit.
This study proved challenging during a pandemic that forced students and staff to
communicate remotely and move to online teaching and learning. Many academic policies
around academic probation were altered, struggling students withdrew from classes at a higher
rate, and the health and well-being of students negatively affected their academic performance.
The stress of the pandemic could have affected the responses to the survey. Five students in the
sample withdrew for the fall 2020 semester making it impossible to compare their GPA for
academic improvement. The ramifications of the pandemic may have proved even too
challenging for very gritty students struggling to improve their grades. Implications of these
findings are that, once enrolled in college, efforts to improve students’ well-being could improve
their grit, and improving both well-being and grit could help their academic performance.
Saunders (2018) studied 165 undergraduates to find a correlation between grit, stress, and
academic success and retention. Higher levels of perceived stress predicted lower grit, suggesting
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that improving personal well-being may increase grit. Grit and stress were negatively associated
with an inverse relationship (Saunders, 2018). For students, being on academic probation
coupled with the unprecedented ramifications of the pandemic most likely elevated their
perceived stress levels and could have affected self-reported grit measures.
Since Grit develops over time, had this study been longitudinal, the results on the grit
scale may have been different or clearer. Future research should study academic improvement
spanning at least one year if not an entire college experience. A mixed-method is recommended
for future studies to conduct interviews with students regarding elements of grit most conducive
to their academic improvement.
Ethical Considerations
The Family Educational Rights to Privacy Act (FERPA) states that academic, financial,
and code of conduct information about college students who are 18 years or older is confidential
and cannot be shared with anyone without permission. In order to advise students effectively,
college educators, such as advisors are permitted access to this information. Academic grades
and probationary status must be kept confidential. This study adhered to confidentiality and
ensured that sensitive information about students was not mishandled or shared outside the
educator’s need to know.
It is important to inform participants what the study is attempting to learn and that the
researcher will share results, especially if the results could benefit the participants. Participation
in the study was voluntary and participants were able to get their grit scores immediately upon
completing the survey with an opportunity to reflect on the survey questions related to grit.
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Recent research has raised concern that grit is a racist construct. Herold (2015) critiques
that aspiring to high levels of grit for low-income and underrepresented students disregards their
lack of access to social mobility and support structures that enable individuals to become gritty
and achieve. Educators have focused on the individual factors of grit and a “pull yourself up by
your bootstraps” mentality neglecting the institutional barriers that negatively affect
underrepresented students and the necessary supports these students require. Limited funding in
urban schools to provide interventions that nurture grit makes access to learning uneven. These
ethical considerations suggest recommending consideration of the psychosocial constructs within
each school context when studying the effect of grit on academic achievement. Moreover, few
studies have adopted a cross-cultural design in exploring how grit relates to academic and wellbeing outcomes in diverse cultures (Datu, 2021).
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Chapter 6
Conclusion
This study examined the question: is grit an important personality trait linked to college
academic improvement? Most academic advisors will agree that it is challenging to support and
motivate high-risk college students on academic probation. The simple diagram (Table 9) below
can be utilized in advising to help students understand they will experience roadblocks and
barriers along their road to success. Advisors hope to gain knowledge to help students get back
on the path toward success. This study contributed more knowledge about the potential
correlation between grit and academic improvement. The question of what predicts success is
among the most basic in social science. This study suggests the non-cognitive attribute of grit
matters in different ways and at different times. Grit seems to enable individuals to keep going
when the going gets tough. Pursuing a strong interest with passion can motivate students to
progress through potential roadblocks.
Recommendations
Institutions can use early alert systems to identify students who show signs of struggling
and refer them to the appropriate support services. Additionally, institutions can consider
personality factors, or non-cognitive factors like grit, when determining a student’s risk of
struggling in college. Since faculty members have a large effect on the academic engagement of
students, institutions can be sure to offer and support the professional development of the faculty
to best support students.
The goals determined by students should be aligned with their interests. Academic
advisors can help students reflect on how the academic activities they engage in relate to their
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long-term goals. As obstacles arise students must be supported for their effort and perseverance
to appreciate that struggling is not a personal failure but is a part of learning and growing.
Research shows that grit increases with age (Duckworth et al., 2007), and it would be
valuable to understand how student grit levels may change through completing a college degree.
Grit can be measured annually to see if it increases with experience and time in college. Chang
(2014) suggests it may also be possible that specific learning experiences in college teach
students to be grittier. Interviews can be conducted with students who have increased their grit to
see what specific experiences increased their level of grit. Additional data can also be gathered
about students who persist through graduation. Their grit scores can be correlated with their postcollege plans (graduate school, entering the work force) and overall success beyond college. Grit
may become a useful tool to assist advisors, faculty and institutions in supporting academic
improvement and overall academic success. However, more research on grit is necessary to add
and expand on the results of this study.
Table 9:
Student Success Barriers Diagram

The Student Affairs Collective, https://studentaffairscollective.org/
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Appendices
Appendix A: 8-item Grit Scale

Short Grit Scale
Directions for taking the Grit Scale: Please respond to the following 8 items. Be honest – there
are no right or wrong answers!
1. New ideas and projects sometimes distract me from previous ones.*
Very much like me
Mostly like me
Somewhat like me
Not much like me
Not like me at all
2. Setbacks don’t discourage me.
Very much like me
Mostly like me
Somewhat like me
Not much like me
Not like me at all
3. I have been obsessed with a certain idea or project for a short time but later lost interest.*
Very much like me
Mostly like me
Somewhat like me
Not much like me
Not like me at all
4. I am a hard worker.
Very much like me
Mostly like me
Somewhat like me
Not much like me
Not like me at all
5. I often set a goal but later choose to pursue a different one.*
Very much like me
Mostly like me
Somewhat like me
Not much like me
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Not like me at all
6. I have difficulty maintaining my focus on projects that take more than a few months to
complete.*
Very much like me
Mostly like me
Somewhat like me
Not much like me
Not like me at all
7. I finish whatever I begin.
Very much like me
Mostly like me
Somewhat like me
Not much like me
Not like me at all
8. I am diligent.
Very much like me
Mostly like me
Somewhat like me
Not much like me
Not like me at all
Scoring:
1. For questions 2, 4, 7 and 8 (EFFORT Subscale) assign the following points:
5 = Very much like me
4 = Mostly like me
3 = Somewhat like me
2 = Not much like me
1 = Not like me at all
2. For questions 1, 3, 5 and 6 (INTEREST Subscale) assign the following points:
1 = Very much like me
2 = Mostly like me
3 = Somewhat like me
4 = Not much like me
5 = Not like me at all
Add up all the points and divide by 8. The maximum score on this scale is 5 (extremely gritty),
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and the lowest score on this scale is 1 (not at all gritty).
Grit Scale citation
Duckworth, A.L, & Quinn, P.D. (2009). Development and validation of the Short Grit Scale
(Grit-S). Journal of Personality Assessment, 91, 166-174.
http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~duckwort/images/Duckworth%20and%20Quinn.pdf
Duckworth, A.L., Peterson, C., Matthews, M.D., & Kelly, D.R. (2007). Grit: Perseverance and
passion for long-term goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 9, 1087-1101.
http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~duckwort/images/Grit%20JPSP.pdf
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Appendix B: Student Email to Consented Participants

Subject: Grit and Academic Improvement Survey
Dear [Name of Student],
My name is Helen Gorgas Goulding, I am a Master’s degree candidate in the Leadership Studies
graduate program at USM. Below is a link to a survey that is part of my research for my masters
thesis. It is an 8 multiple-choice question survey about grit. The survey takes approximately 5-10
minutes to complete. Your participation is greatly appreciated!
[URL]
Thanks for your time,
Sincerely,
Helen Gorgas Goulding
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Appendix C: Email sent from Advisor to Invite Participants
Hello (student name)
I am sending this request on behalf of my colleague Helen Gorgas Goulding, Coordinator of Academic
Advising. As part of completing her Master’s degree in Leadership Studies, Helen is conducting research
around Grit and academic Improvement. She is asking students in the Academic Development Program
to complete an 8 question Grit questionnaire that take 5-10 minutes to complete. That is it!
All participants will be entered into a drawing for a $25 Amazon gift card!
A consent form to participate is attached and tells you more about the study. Your participation is
voluntary and confidential and has no relation to your Academic Development Agreement with Advising.
Once you sign the consent form, I will forward it onto Helen Gorgas Goulding who will send you the Grit
Scale to complete.
Thank you very much for your consideration,
(Advisor name)
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Appendix D: Student Consent Form
University of Southern Maine
CONSENT FOR PARTCIPATION IN RESEARCH
Project Title: Relationship of Grit to Academic Improvement of College Students on
Academic Probation
Principal Investigator(s): Helen Gorgas Goulding, Coordinator of Advising,
University of Southern Maine, helen.gorgas@maine.edu
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Elizabeth Goryunova, Assistant Professor Leadership Studies,
Elizabeth.goryunova@maine.edu
Introduction:
 Please read this form, you may also request that the form is read to you. The
purpose of this form is to provide you with information about this research
study, and if you choose to participate, document your decision.
 You are encouraged to ask any questions that you may have about this study,
now, during or after the project is complete. You can take as much time as you
need to decide whether or not you want to participate. Your participation is
voluntary.
Why is this study being done?
This study is focused on learning more about a personality trait called grit. Grit refers to
the ability to persist in the face of struggle. Grit involves effort and interest in achieving
goals. It can be easily measured and it can be learned. Research about grit has shown
having high levels of grit can help people achieve success. This study is learning if there
is any connection between levels of grit and academic improvement in college students.
Who will be in this study?
There are approximately 300 students who have been invited to be part of this study.
You have been chosen as a potential participant in this study because you are in the
Academic Development Program with Advising at USM. You have shown interest in
improving your GPA this semester. You must be 18 years of age or older to participate.
What will I be asked to do?
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If you volunteer to participate, you will be sent an 8 question survey to measure your
level of grit. This survey takes approximately 10 minutes to complete and you will get
your grit score immediately. There are no right or wrong answers on the survey. The
researcher will also receive your grit score but it will be matched to a code and not your
name or email address. That is all that is required for your participation.
What are the possible risks of taking part in this study?


There are no foreseeable risks associated with participation in this study. It is
voluntary and all of the information and data obtained will be kept confidential.

What are the possible benefits of taking part in this study?
Participants will be able to calculate their grit scores immediately after completing the
survey. Participants can learn more about aspects of grit based on the questions asked
in the survey. Students may use this as a tool to reflect upon ways to improve their
academic and personal success. Your participation will help add to the research about
the connection between grit and academic improvement in college students. If the study
finds significant connection between levels of grit and academic improvement, we can
offer strategies to students to help them become grittier.
What will it cost me?
There are no costs to you as a participant.
How will my privacy be protected?
All survey data will be stored on a secure server at USM that is only accessible from
USM owned computers. All computers that will be used to access research data will
have its hard drive encrypted;
 Individually identifiable data will be destroyed after the study is
complete;
 Data will be coded and only the researcher will have access to
codes;
 Data will be encrypted using industry standards.
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The results of this research project will be shared in a journal article through the
National Association of Academic Advising (NACADA). This is a professional
organization for academic advisors across the country.
How will my data be kept confidential?
All survey data will be stored on a secure server at USM that is only accessible from
USM owned computers. All computers that will be used to access research data will
have its hard drive encrypted;
 Individually identifiable data will be destroyed after the study is
complete;
 Data will be coded and only the researcher will have access to
codes;
 Data will be encrypted using industry standards.
Data collection and participation is not anonymous but will be coded to reduce
researcher bias. The names of the initial participants will be known but then coded by a
number and connected to the data by a number and not a name. The institutional
Review Board at the University of Southern Maine may review the research records.





A copy of your signed consent form will be maintained by the principal
investigator for at least 3 years after the project is complete before it is destroyed.
The consent forms will be stored in a secure location that only members of the
research team will have access to and will not be affiliated with any data
obtained during the project.
Data from the on-line Grit survey will be kept secure.
Participants will be able to calculate and access their own grit score immediately
after completing the survey. Research findings will be shared with the
participants and participants are invited to connect with the researcher to request
the findings.

What are my rights as a research participant?
General requirement language:
 Your participation is voluntary. Your decision to participate will have no impact
on your current or future relations with the University. Your decision to
participate will not impact your standing as a student.
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You may skip or refuse to answer any question for any reason.


If you choose not to participate, there is no penalty to you and you will not lose
any benefits that you are otherwise entitled to receive. You are free to withdraw
from this research study at any time, for any reason. If you choose to withdraw
from the research there will be no penalty to you and you will not lose any
benefits that you are otherwise entitled to receive.
 You will be informed of any significant findings developed during the course of
the research that may affect your willingness to participate in the research.
What other options do I have?
 You may choose not to participate.
Whom may I contact with questions?
General requirement language:
 The researcher conducting this study is Helen Gorgas Goulding. For questions or
more information concerning this research you may contact her at
helen.gorgas@maine.edu or 207-838-2172
 If you choose to participate in this research study and believe you may have
suffered a research related injury, please contact Elizabeth Goryunova at
Elizabeth.goryunova@maine.edu


If you have any questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject,
you may call the USM Office of Research Integrity and Outreach at 207-780-4517
and/or email usmorio@maine.edu.

Will I receive a copy of this consent form?
 You will be given a copy of this consent form.
_________________________________________________________________
Participant’s Statement
I understand the above description of this research and the risks and benefits
associated with my participation as a research subject. I agree to take part in the
research and do so voluntarily.
Participant’s signature

Date
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Printed name

Researcher’s Statement
The participant named above had sufficient time to consider the information, had an
opportunity to ask questions, and voluntarily agreed to be in this study.

Researcher’s signature

Printed name

Date

